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There was a clawing in his chest. In his throat, in his stomach, behind his eyes and his teeth. Walking offstage, 
Axl felt like he couldn't breathe, too busy focusing on containing the wild, storming beast that wanted to tear 
him apart. 


He needed to get out of here. 


The hallway backstage seemed to stretch on forever, staring at the backs of his bandmates as they headed 
towards their dressing rooms. As he walked, he found himself kicking an empty plastic chair viciously when he 
passed it. 


Slash eyed him over his shoulder, "Jeez, what is your problem?" 


Fuck. He wished the guitarist hadn't asked. His fingers curl, nails biting into his palms as he grinds out, "Were 


you not listening out there? The audio was fucking shit, there was feedback every five fucking minutes!" 
Rolling his eyes, Slash sighed, “Dude, it wasn't that bad-" 


But before he could finish his attempt at de-escalation, Steven whipped around and interrupted, "Well maybe if 


you actually bothered to show up for soundcheck we wouldn't have this problem.’ 


Axl ground to a halt in the middle of the hallway, snarling, "I shouldn't need to be there for us to have halfway 


decent tech! All the fucking money we bring in and we can't get a less mediocre PA system?" 


"Guys, hey, lets not-" Duff tried to intervene half-heartedly, Slash rubbing a hand over his face in the corner. 
Izzy sighed as he shared a look with the other two, because they all knew it was pointless. Axl was too volatile, 


Steven was too outspoken, and they were both too frustrated with each other. The match and the kerosene. 


"We'd bring in more money if we weren't constantly paying overtime fees because you can't get your ass to 
your own gig on time!" Steven snapped, "I don't get why you're making more than me when you're basically a 
part-time singer!" 


That clawing beast inside Axl escaped. And it had a target. 


His hand curled around the back of the plastic chair, blood roaring in his ears as he hurled it at the drummer. 
Everyone in the hallway ducked against the walls, Steven managing to step out of the way in time as the chair 
crashed to the ground harmlessly, sliding down the hallway as Axl started screaming. 


"You don't know what the fuck you're talking about! You don't know a goddamn thing! You think you could do 
any of this without me?! Fat fucking chancel” 


Axl could feel his mouth moving, could hear the words distantly, but there was a disconnect. It didn't feel like 
him. He could see himself storming down the hallway like a glitching television screen, jumping and skipping, 
showing him shoving Steven aside and kicking the chair again even harder, everything fuzzy, static in his ears. 
A door slams furiously and he finds himself standing in his dressing room, and then there's something in his 
hands, and then he's surrounded by broken glass and overturned furniture. There are holes in the drywall and 
blood on his knuckles. 


And he's breathing. Gasping, actually, and he wonders if he had been holding his breath during the destruction, 


if the rage in his chest left no room for air. 

But it was gone now. There was nothing left. Just a gaping cavern where the rage used to be. He staggered 
backwards and leaned against the wall, feeling lightheaded, his limbs weightless and shaky. Sliding to the floor, he 
put his head on his knees, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths. 


Fuck. 


The last half hour replays in his head. 


Fuck. 


What the fuck was wrong with him? This was hardly the first time he'd pulled this kind of bullshit, but each 
time felt worse. Steven didn't deserve that treatment. None of them did, and it was only a matter of time 
before he broke the camel's back with his fuck ups. 


He wasn't an idiot- he knew his bandmates wanted to fire him, and why wouldn't they? Maybe Guns wouldn't 
be the same without him, maybe they wouldn't be as successful or popular, but with the amount of money 
they'd save from cutting out his property damage and late fees they'd probably still come out ahead, and 
that's not even considering how happy they'd be to be rid of him. 


Axl was the one who'd suffer. He had a reputation now, and the bad was starting to outweigh the good. What 
would he even do, if he couldn't sing? Couldn't perform? Turning his head, he catches sight of his reflection in 
the shards of broken mirror surrounding him. 


Reaching out, he picked up one of the larger shards without even thinking, turning it over in his hand. He ran a 


finger across the sharp edge in contemplation. 


There had been a few times over the years where Axl found himself holding a blade to his skin. Everyone only 
saw rage, and that was part of it, sure, but it was more than that. There was a burning inside of him. 
Sometimes fire coursed through his veins that crackled and crawled and made Axl feel like tearing his skin off, 
like he was bursting at the seams, like even his own body didn't want him. Each time he'd reasoned with 
himself that it was better to scream and trash a room than scar himself. Things could be replaced, after all, 
so it was clearly the better solution 


Now he was rethinking that. 


Something had to give, after all. He was halfway to ruining everything, steadily destroying this fragile life he'd 
built. If he didn’t find a better way to purge this shit from inside him, it was going to crash down around him. 


He thinks of bloodletting. He thinks of kneeling before some medieval priest to be drained of the devils and 
demons running through his veins. He wonders if that was why people were drawn to hurting him- his father, 
his stepfather, the bullies at school, the creeps who offered him a ride for a price- maybe his disease was so 
close to the surface that everyone could see it and knew that the only way to help him was to hurt him. 
Maybe this whole time he'd been flinching away from the cure. He thought of the empty feeling he got after 
each time he snapped and went on a rampage, and considered that maybe this way he could just bleed 


everything out- quietly, peacefully. 


Sitting on the floor carefully, he slowly pushed his jeans down to his knees. Arms are a big no, he'd never be 


able to hide it, but legs would be easy to conceal. If he was careful, he could even make sure everything was 


hidden by shorts. 


Looking down at the shard of reflection in his hand, he feels a sense of calm. It's not hopeless. There's still 
time. He has a plan now. He can fix this. 


He pressed the glass against the top of his thigh. 
He'll be better. 


NNN NINN 


Its nearly morning when he makes it back to the hotel. Slipping into his room, he stays there until nightfall 
when they have to leave for the next city. 


None of them talk about his outburst. They never do. 
He sits alone. 


NNN NINN 


The night of their next performance, Axl doesn't make it to soundcheck, but he does arrive before the openers 


go on. 
"Wow, look who decided to show up," Slash said mockingly, raising an eyebrow as he walked past. 
"Now I've seen everything," Duff rolled his eyes in response. 


Steven laughed, and oh, Axl wants to scream. 


lm doing what you want! Im here! Im trying! This is what you wanted, why arent you happy, why isn’t it enough?" 


Instead, he presses the tips of his fingers into the side of his thigh and keeps walking. 
It infuriated him, seeing his bandmates strung out when they were supposed to be working. 


"Clean up your fucking act before you OD on fucking stage!" he snapped, shoving at Slash's chest before 
stomping away. 


Back in his dressing room, he tugged his hair in frustration. Who was he to lecture his bandmates? He was 
trying not to cause trouble, not to get on anyone's bad side, and yelling at his guitarist wasn't exactly the way 


to do that. 
God, he was the worst fuck up out of all of them. He shouldn't have said anything. The anger hadn't left, but 
now he felt guilty on top of it. He hated feeling this much. He hated not being able to do anything right. Opening 


one of the drawers beneath the vanity, he opened a small pack of spare razors. 


wvunu 


Get up. 


The room is dark, the curtains drawn tight, only a sliver of light shining through the bottom of the hotel door. 


Get up. 


Another performance over, another city crossed off the list, and now it was time to gather his things because 
they had to be on the bus in an hour. But instead he was laying on his side on the bed, staring blankly at the 


wall. 

Get up, get up, get up! 

Its almost funny to him- if someone walked in right now they'd probably think he looked dead, unable to hear 
the screaming inside his head. 

Mustering up as much energy as he can, he reaches over to the top drawer of the side table. Fumbling 
around for a moment, his fingers finally find the pocketknife he had started keeping there. He flips it open 
lazily. 

An hour later, he is running up to the bus, out of breath, but right on time. 


wvunu 


When he sits on the floor of the generic hotel bathroom, holding a towel to his leg, he wonders if this is a 


punishment or a reward. 


Maybe it's both. 


wvunu 


"Hey Axl, you coming?" 


The singer blinked in surprise at Slash's question. There was nothing on the band's schedule for the day, leaving 
them free to do what they pleased. Duff, Slash, and Steven had been talking about heading to some VIP bar a 
friend had recommended, Izzy shrugging and agreeing to tag along while Axl sat to the side and stared out the 


window mi ndlessly. 


It had been a long time since the band had all gone out together just for fun. Lately their outings were 


specifically a chance to get away from Axl, after all 


"Uh, yeah, sure," the redhead smiled, standing and following the group out, chatting amicably. He tapped his 
fingers against his leg. 


He must be doing something right. 


wunne 


Shorts still cover everything, but he's had to move from the tops of his thighs to the insides. 
Then the outsides. 


He starts wearing longer shorts. 


wun 


When the show ends, Axl throws his arms around his bandmates, pulling them close, waving and bowing for the 
crows. They seperate, but Steven keeps his arm around him, even when they're out of sight of the audience, 


and Axl knows that it's all worth it just for this moment of not being alone. 


wvunu 


On this night, he wears his rose leggings, as well as black basketball shorts over them. When he woke up that 
afternoon, Axl had felt a churning in his stomach, felt on edge and jittery and angry, and he refused to fuck 
up, not again, not anymore. Things were good, the past few months had gone relatively smoothly, he was on 
good terms with the rest of the band, and he couldn't afford to mess that all up just because he had a 


broken, defective brain. 
That's what he told himself, when he pressed the blade a little harder than usual. 


So he wore the leggings, and an extra layer, and that was fine. He was on time, and the energy of the show 
was amazing, and if he didn't hit a note good enough, or the sound system had a glitch, he could just kick his 


legs out, leap from an amp, feel the stretch and burn and growing dampness around his hips and legs and 


everything felt okay again. 


By the time the show ended and they made it back to the hotel, his legs stung with every step. But he was so 
exhausted, he couldn't bring himself to deal with it. So he simply pulled his shirt and shoes off before 


collapsing into bed, falling asleep with the familiar feeling of pain comforting him. 


NNN 


When he woke up, he knew immediately that something was very, very wrong. 


The room was dark, so he assumed it was still the middle of the night, but when he turned his head to look at 
the clock beside his bed the numbers were blurry. He was hot, he could feel sweat pooling in the hollow of his 
throat, making the thin bed sheet cling to his chest, and it felt like his eyes were burning in his skull. The heat 
was so distracting, making his thoughts fuzzy and muddled, it took him a moment to notice the pain. But once 
he did, he choked on a cry. 


His legs hurt. The right one hurt, but oh, God, his left leg felt like an exposed nerve, every heartbeat sent a 
pulse of pain that seemed to echo from his thigh through the rest of his body. He felt like he was on fire, he 
felt like he was being flayed, he felt like he was suffocating. 


Something was wrong. 


Focusing everything he had, eyes clenched shut, Axl forced himself to sit up and swing his legs slowly over the 
side of the bed. His stomach lurched, and he took a few minutes to just breathe. When the nausea passed, he 
began to carefully slip his clothes off, sliding the shorts, leggings, and underwear away at the same time, biting 


his lip until he tasted blood as the fabric brushed past his thighs. As the garments fell to the floor, he finally 


opened his eyes. 


Axl had to blink a few times, the room seeming to sway around him, and even as his vision cleared, it still took 
several minutes for his brain to focus, to process what exactly he was looking at. At first, all he sees is red. 
But slowly he is able to pick up more details- the angry pink that makes up the skin of his left thigh is broken 
up by lines of dark red, a few of them muted by a dull yellow color. 


That's bad. He knows that- that what he's looking at is bad- but he couldn't comprehend why. His thoughts are 


disorganized and inarticulate, understanding slipping through his fingers like water- 
Water, he thinks suddenly, / need fo clean this 


Its the first truly coherent thought he's had since he woke, and he clings to it desperately. Axl stands with a 
lurch, gritting his teeth through the pain, one hand held out against the wall to steady himself. Looking around, 
he feels confused, Where am F, but he still manages to stagger towards the bathroom on instinct alone. He 


passes by a minifridge and without thinking shakily reaches in to snatch a small bottle of vodka 


He doesn't remember the rest of the journey, but the next time he is fully aware of his surroundings he is 
standing in the shower, clumsily opening the vodka. Bracing himself against the tiled wall, he poured the alcohol 
over his thigh. 


Axl has to bite down around a scream, and suddenly he feels like he's snapped back into his body, the pain 
cutting through the fever haze and he gasps as he feels his jumbled thoughts finally click back together. 


The cuts are infected, he realizes with dread, / cut too deep, | haven't been cleaning them. Its infected now. He 
looks down at the nearly empty bottle of vodka, his thigh still stinging, Alcohol isn't gonna do shit now, its too 
late for that, | can't fix this on my own, he feels his eyes burn with misery, / need help. 


Swallowing thickly, the bottle slips from his fingers and clatters to the ground. His hand fumbles as he steps 
out of the shower, grabbing a towel and clumsily wrapping it around his naked waist. Every step hurts, and he 
feels the heat creeping back in, burning the thoughts from his head, and he leans heavily against the 
doorframe as he stares at the table beside his bed in anguish. 


The phone feels so far away, and Axl just wants this to be over He wishes he had never been born. He wishes 
his father had killed him instead of just ruining him. He wishes his stepfather had finished him off instead of 
always leaving him on the ground, broken and bloody and breathing. He wishes that stranger on the road had 
slit his throat instead of crawling on top of him. He wishes someone else would just take control and make it all 


stop. 


Because out of all the things Axl hates about himself, the thing he hates most of all is that he does not want 
to die. He limps and stumbles towards the phone because he is a coward, and he's scared, and he doesn't want 


to die, he doesn't want to go to Hell yet. Oh God, he doesn't want to go to Hell. 


By the time he reaches the other side of the room, he's panting like he's just run a marathon, sweat dripping 
down his face and chest, and all he can do is whimper in pain as he collapses onto his knees next to the bed, 
leaning his head against the side table. Curling up as much as he can in the corner between the bed and the 
table, he blindly reaches up, fumbling around until his hand finds the phone and pulls the receiver down 


Everything is swaying, like a boat on the ocean, and the nausea swelled, forcing him to wrap an arm around his 
stomach in a desperate attempt to swallow back bile. He's dizzy, and shivering, and he's staring at the phone in 
his hand when he realizes he doesn't know who to call. The front desk? Ul? No, no, in either of those situations 
an ambulance would be involved which would increase the odds of paparazzi finding out. No, he just needs 
someore to drive him, that's all. 


But of course, it's never that simple. Because he realizes he has no idea who is staying in what room- doesn't 
think he could recall the information even if he had known it in the first place. They had booked most of the 
floor for the band and crew, but Axl couldn't remember specific room numbers. Clenching his eyes shut, he 
took a deep breath. There was no other option but to just guess and hope he got one of the crew members. 
He didn't want to see anyone- he didn't want anyone to see him- but he figured a tech could at least be paid 
to keep quiet. 


So he punched in a number, any number for his floor, the buttons blurring as he looked at them, and shakily 
held the phone to his ear. The ringing feels far away, and he can't decide if he feels cold or hot. He realizes 
suddenly that its the middle of the night, and he wonders what he will do if no one picks up. 

But before he can think too long, he hears a click, and he holds his breath. 

"Hmmmf, ‘llo?" A tired voice filters through the line and Axl chokes out a sob. 

Steven. 


"Hello?" 


Of course its Steven. Axl hasn't fucked up the drummer's life enough apparently, now he has to wake him in 
the dead of night because he can't get his shit together. Another cry escapes him. 


"Axl? Is that you? Are you-" 


The phone slips from his grasp, clattering to the ground as he leans heavily against the bed and sobs 


uncontrollably. A small voice chattered from the receiver, but Axl was too far gone to understand it. 


He didn't want to hurt Steven anymore. He didn't want to hurt anyone, that was the whole reason he started 
all this. And why did he always hurt Steven, anyway? Was it because he was an easy target? Because he was 
so big hearted and forgiving he knew he could get away with it? This was why he was going to Hell. This was 
why he deserved this pain 


Gasping to catch his breath, his head aching and his whole body weak, he realized that the phone had gone 
silent. He feels almost afraid to pick it up again. 


Maybe this is karma, he thinks. That would make sense. That would be fair. Maybe he can just lay down on the 
floor, and fall asleep, and not wake up. It's not like he has the strength to do anything else at this point. Axl 
didn't want to die, but he felt resigned. He was scared, but he just didn't have the strength to fight it 
anymore. 

There is a muffled thudding noise. He doesn't remember closing his eyes, but he listens, and it sounds far 
away, and he wonders if it's his heartbeat. It gets faster, more frantic, and he thinks he hears a voice. Then 


he hears a crash. 


Then he hears his name. 
"Axl?" 


Blinking sluggishly, he glances around the room in confusion, and then there is someone rushing towards him. He 


doesn't recognize him until he is a foot away. 


"Shit, Axl!" Steven's figure was blurry as he knelt in front of him, "Hey, hey, Axl, l'm here, you're okay," The 


drummer hissed when he pushed the sweaty red hair out of Axl's face, "Jesus Christ, you're burning up!" 
"What'ryou..” Axl slurs, confused, Steven going in and out of focus. 


Eyes widening in concern, the blonde put his hands on Axl's shoulders to steady him, "You... you called me. 
Remember? You were-.. you didn't say anything but you didn't sound okay. | was worried." 


Oh, Axl swallowed thickly, remembers now, dragging his thoughts back towards something resembling 


coherency. 


Steven was here. Axl didn't want him here, but he was here and there was no going back, and he still needed 
help, so even though he wanted nothing more than to keep crying, he had to press on. His thoughts felt 
shattered, all jagged edges scattering in every direction, so it took him what felt like ages to slur out, "Stevie." 
his voice is raspy and raw, "Need you... tdrive me tthe hospital.” 


The drummer frowned, "Hey, you're okay, you're sick, but we'll get your fever down, okay? We'll get you cooled 


down If your fever doesn't go away then we can-" 


Axl shakes his head, slowly at first and then more frantic as Steven tries to reason with him, "No, it's not.. ‘m 
not.." he doesn't know how to say it, he's so dizzy, and weak, so he focuses his strength on clumsily pushing 


away the towel around his waist to just show him. 


At some point his eyes slipped shut, trying to alleviate the nausea brought on by the spinning room, and he 
knows his sense of time cannot be trusted, but it feels like the silence stretches out for hours. The only 
sound is the rasping of his lungs, and if it weren't for Steven's hands still bracing his shoulders he'd assume 
the man had left. But maybe he was going to, just taking in the trainwreck for one more moment before 
walking out the door. Or maybe he already left and Axl was just hallucinating the idea of not being alone. 


"Fuck, Axl..." 


Steven's voice sounds far away, but his hands are still present on his shoulders, his fingers tightening a bit 
and digging into his skin in a way that would probably be painful if it weren't for all the pain already drowning 
it out. 


Axl is crying again, or maybe crying still, choking out through a sob, "m sorry." 
"Hey, its okay, you're okay, everything is gonna be okay, man," Steven rambles, hands releasing their grip and 


instead smoothing up and down Axl's arms soothingly, "You're gonna be fine. Let's just... l'm just gonna call the 


guys, and we'll take you to the hospital and get you all fixed up, yeah? You're gonna be just fine." 


He reaches for the phone still laying on the ground, balancing it between his ear and shoulder as he snatches 
the receiver off the side table. Axl doesn't notice his own hand moving, everything too syrupy and slow, but he 
feels his fingers curl into Steven's shirt and hears a broken, wounded whine that he thinks might have come 


from his own mouth. 


Pausing in his fumbling with the phone, Steven focuses on the singer in front of him. Axl is too tired, getting 
weaker every moment, has no more energy to sob but the tears are still streaming down his face and he 
wonders if he was nauseous because he was carrying an ocean in his stomach. He opens his mouth and he 
wants to say no, he wants to say please, he wants to say /m sorry, | fucked up, please, dont make me face 
them too, dont let them see me, | don't want to be hated anymore, it's already too much, | can't take anymore, 


please don't punish me, even if | deserve it, please. 


Maybe he did manage to say all that out loud and his own ears missed it, maybe he said some of it, maybe he 
stuttered and stumbled over fever thick words and somehow got the gist of it. Or maybe Steven just felt the 
way Axl's hand shook with the effort of holding him, or saw the words reflected in his glassy eyes, or 
understood the shuddering of his breath. Either way, Steven set the phone on the ground and cupped the side 
of Axis face with a gentleness that makes it hard to breathe, tilting his head until the red-head is focusing 
fever-bright eyes on him. 


"Hey," Steven's voice is soft, but strong, "it's okay. I'm not trying to hurt you, okay? But if you don't want an 
ambulance then I'm gonna need some fucking help. They'll want to help," he leaned in, eyes wide and emploring, 
"They're on your side, okay? We're on your side." 

Blinking slowly, it takes a minute for the words to cut through the haze, and then another for Axl to nod in 
defeat. Steven only has a second to sigh in relief before the singer is suddenly pitching forward, collapsing 


against his chest. 


"Shit!" the drummer hissed, one arm coming around to hold him and wincing as his hand rested against bare 


skin and felt the heat radiating off his body. 

Forehead resting against Steven's chest, Axl let his eyes drift shut again. The hand on his back feels far away, 
he feels far away, feels like he's underwater, everything floating and rippling. Every now and then he breaks 
through the surface for just a moment. 

He hears Steven's voice frantically saying Slash's name, words sharp and panicked. 


He sees shadows around him, tall and looming, fuzzy around the edges. 


He feels hands on him, turning him, pushing his hair back, on his arms and his face and his neck, tugging at 
something around his hips. 


He hears curses and arguing. 


He feels fabric secured around his waist and draped over his shoulders. He feels arms around his back and 
under his knees. He feels a jolt as he's lifted into the air. He feels a flare of pain in his legs from the 


movement. He feels himself open his mouth to scream but nothing comes out. 


He feels himself sink beneath the surface, and this time he stays there. 


wvunu 


Axl wakes up slowly. 


Everything feels soft, muted, dulled. Like he's resting just inches outside his body. There, but not quite. He 
feels like he's floating, like he's full of cotton, and yet his limbs feel heavy. He doesn't feel tired exactly, but he 
feels so comfortable and peaceful he wants to go back to sleep, wants to wrap himself in this strange 


sensation and stay there. When he finally manages to open his eyes, everything is blurred and bright. 
For a brief moment he wonders if he's in Heaven. If maybe he's been forgiven. 


But his vision starts to clear, and he sees fluorescent lights, hears a steady beeping, and starts to feel aching 
and sore. It's still confusing, there are bits and pieces of memory in his head but he can't quite make sense of 
them, can't see the image the puzzle is supposed to create. The answer is on the tip of his tongue, it feels like, 


but he can't quite grasp it. 


Then, as he slowly sinks back into his body, he becomes aware of someone holding his hand. He has to blink a 
few times before he can turn his head, and then a few more to find details in the dark silhouette sitting at his 
side. 


"Hey," Izzy's voice cracks as he whispers, smiling shakily down at him, "welcome back." 


Axl doesn't understand, just stares blankly up at the guitarist sitting on the edge of his bed. He opens his 
mouth because he feels like he should say something, anything, but all that comes out is a weak rasp, wincing 


at the sandpaper feel of his throat. 


Izzy hushes him, reaching with his free hand and lifting a cup with a straw to his lips. Axl drinks greedily, the 
cool water hitting his stomach and making him feel more present. His throat feels better, but when Izzy pulls 
the cup away, he realizes that he has no idea what to say. So he doesn't say anything. He simply blinks up at 


Izzy, and every time he closes his eyes he expects him to be gone when he opens them. 
Swallowing thickly, Izzy rubs his thumb over the back of Axl's hand, "We've been waiting for you all day." 


For the first time Axl becomes aware of the three other silhouettes in the corner of his vision Turning his 
head, he sees Duff and Steven sitting on the floor, both asleep, the drummer curled up with his head on the 
bassist's shoulder. Slash is sitting just to the side, sprawled out in an uncomfortable looking plastic chair, eyes 


hidden by his curls but the soft, steady breathing suggesting that he's asleep too. As he looks at them his 


eyes also catch on machines, and wires, and the IV in his arm, and he finally sees the picture all the little 


pieces are making. 
Hospital, he finds the word at last, /m in the hospital 
He looks back up at Izzy. He finds the words. / fucked up. 


Izzy's hand grips his a little tighter, and his lips are trembling, and his eyes look watery and scared, and for 
the first time in years Axl thinks he looks like Jeff. 


"You scared the shit out of us," he whispers, "Fuck, Axl- Bill- Axi" he takes a deep breath, grips his hand so 
tight it hurts, "You scared me so fucking bad." 


These words matter, Axl knows that, tucks them in his mind so he can give them their proper respect later, 
when he's not dizzy on blood-loss and infection and painkillers and antibiotics. But right now, tears slip down the 


side of his face, soaking into stringy red locks, streaming silently for no other reason than because Izzy is 


here. 


That's all Axl can process right now, and even that is almost too much. Izzy is here. Steven, and Duff, and 
Slash, and Izzy, they're here, they're here, they're here. After everything he's done, they didn't leave him on 
the floor of the hotel, didn't drop him on the hospital doorsteps and move on, didn't leave him here alone. 


Izzy wipes at his tears, even though more replace them immediately. He stays. He holds Axl's hand as he cries 
quietly and strokes his hair, and whispers softly. Axl is so tired, but he's afraid to fall asleep in case this was 


all a dream, in case he wakes up alone. 
"IFs okay," Izzy leans down and presses a kiss to his forehead, "I'm not going anywhere." 


Axl's not sure he believes him, but his eyes are so heavy, and he feels himself sinking. He's not sure he 


believes him. But as he slips back into unconsciousness, he allows himself to hope. 


NNNNNNNN NNN 


After sleeping through his first day in the hospital, Axl is released on the second. 


Tapping his fingers anxiously, he sits on the edge of his bed, dressed in plain sweatpants and an old t-shirt 
Slash had brought for him. It's just him and the doctor, who is monotone and indifferent as he gives the singer 
instructions. Three of the cuts had needed stitches, so he'd need to come back in two weeks to get them 
removed and have a check-up. Change the bandages two to three times a day. Take the prescribed antibiotics 
every twelve hours until the pills were gone, even if he felt better. He handed him a folder with the same 
instructions typed up, and the prescription, and a business card for a psychiatrist that Axl didn't bother 
looking at. 


Walking out of the room, he keeps his eyes on the ground. He's walking stiffly, gauze and bandages thick around 
his thighs and hips making his steps stilted and awkward. The guys are waiting for him, all of them, still here 
he thinks, and his heart stutters. But he's awake now, fever gone and head clear and he feels humiliated. 


He doesn't want them to leave, but he also wants them to have never been here at all. 


"Good to go?" Duff asks. The four rockers stand and they look so out of place in the hospital waiting room. Not 
Axl though. Axl, with his pale skin, dark circles under his eyes, nondescript clothes hanging from his frame, 
hands shaky and weak. Axl looks like he belongs here. Axl looks like he shouldn't be leaving. 


But he nods, and they walk out the door together. 


He doesn't know whose car it is, but Izzy drives, Axl in the passenger seat while Slash, Duff, and Steven pile 


into the back. 


They're barely out of the parking lot when Steven leans forward, "How are you feeling?" He tries to keep his 


voice normal and conversational. He doesn't really succeed, 
Axl rests his head against the window, "Tired" 


Steven nods awkwardly and the car falls into silence. Eventually Izzy stops the car by a pharmacy, quietly 
reaching over and slipping the folder out of Axl's limp hands. He pulls out the prescription slip and hands it to 
Slash. There is no conversation while they wait for the guitarist to retrieve the medication, and Axl feels like 
he broke something. He wants to cry, but he feels hollow and dry and empty. He must have used up all the 
tears he had. 


Slash comes back, grinning as he held up the paper bag, "I think this is the first time I've gotten drugs from 
somewhere other than a back alley," he jokes. Axl lets out a huff through his nose, the closest to a laugh he 
can manage, and the others smile stiffly as the car starts again Izzy turns on the radio to help fill the silence, 


but it only helps a little. 


When they reach the hotel, Axl sits up and grimaces when he sees the grease mark left on the window. For 
the first time he looks at his reflection in the side mirror and is filled with shame and self-consciousness 
when he sees how stringy and dirty his hair looks, the dull matted locks only serving to make his pale face look 
even more sickly. A shiver runs through him at the sudden, overpowering dirtiness he feels, and he feels the 
urge to crouch under the dashboard, to curl up with his hands over his head so no one can see him. But 


before he has a chance his door opens, and he finds himself looking up at Slash. 
The guitarist tilts his head and asks casually, "You alright, man?" 


No, Axl thinks. He wants to scream. He wants to break something and throw a tantrum and snap and refuse to 
leave the car for anything. He wants to dig his fingers into his thigh. 


"Yeah," he breathes, "I'm fine." 


Its not entirely surprising when they go into the hotel and lead Axl to a different room than the one he was 
staying in before- he has no idea what sort of state he left it in- and its not particularly surprising when the 
guys trail after him, either. Axl is still looking at the floor, disgusting strands of hair falling into his face and 


he feels sick for a whole list of reasons. He spots his suitcase in the corner and shuffles towards it. 
"l'm gonna take a shower," he mumbled. 
Izzy's voice stops him in his tracks, "You can't get your bandages wet" 


He says it matter-of-factly, just pointing out the obvious, but it feels so crue/ to Axl that it cuts him to the 
quick. He snaps his head over, eyes wide with something like betrayal. 


"But." He feels like a child- fragile and hurting and at someone else's mercy. His head drops back down. He feels 
so weak and he hates it, but he can't find anything in him to fight back. There is no rage. Only a bone deep 


exhaustion. 


"| just want to wash my hair," he says it mostly to himself, voice cracking just slightly and so soft he doesn't 
really expect any of them to hear it. One hand raises hesitantly to touch his fingers to the side of his hair, 


and he wonders if he can die from shame. 


He's about two seconds away from just curling up on the floor in defeat when Duff steps forward, "I'll help 


you." 


Axl blinks up at him in surprise, partially from the offer, and partially because out of all of them Duff actually 
manages to sound normal- like this is any other day, and it's completely routine for him to help his lead singer 


wash his hair. He's even nonchalant in the way he pats Axl's shoulder, nudging him towards the bathroom. 
"Duff." Izzy starts, a note of concern in his voice, but the bassist cuts him off. 

"Izzy." His voice is clipped, firm, final, and Izzy raises his hands in surrender. 

Meanwhile, Axl stares blankly from just outside the bathroom, unmoving and uncertain as he watches Duff 
snag the chair from in front of the desk under the window. Dragging the chair behind him, he grinned at Axl, 
waving his hand and guiding him into the ensuite. Once they're both inside, he closes the door behind them, 
allowing for some privacy from the three sets of eyes looking after them. 

"Here," Duff placed the chair in front of the sink, facing away, "sit down" 

Staring at the seat though, Axl felt cracked down the middle. Because he doesn't think he can handle not being 


clean for any longer, but it hits him like a freight train that what Duff is suggesting involves him fouching Ax/s 
hair, touching the sweat and grime and filth and it feels wrong to subject Duff to that. 


He wants to scream. He wants to dig his fingers into his thigh. He wants them to stay. He wants them to have 


never been here at all. 
‘Its okay," he wraps his arms around himself, shaking his head slowly, "You don't have to..." 


"| know," Duff's smile never wavered. He leaned against the counter casually, head tilting, "| want to," his voice 


softens to almost a whisper, "It's okay." 


Axl struggles to hold his gaze. It takes a minute, but Duff is patient, and eventually Axl manages to step over 
to him, turning and sitting slowly on the chair, head hung meekly. 


The bassist beamed, squeezing his shoulder comfortingly, "Excellent! Hang on-" he bustled around the ensuite, 
snatching various items and placing them on the counter. Looking over his loot, he hummed and excused 
himself briefly. Axl blinked in confusion, but the tall blonde was back in less than a minute, closing the door 
again and placing a brush and a few bottles on the counter next to the hotel amenities. 


"You don't need all that," Axl blurted out, feeling a little overwhelmed, "I just-.. Just help me rinse it out, thats 


all." 


"No way, dude," Duff grinned, "If I'm doing this I'm doing it right. It's a matter of pride. My hair routine is 
impeccable and I'll prove it to you." He gives Axl no room to argue, draping one towel around his shoulders and 
folding another to place on the edge of the sink His hand smooths across Axl's shoulders, smiling kindly, "H's 


okay," he assured him, "lean back." 


Doing as he was told, Axl let his head drop back into the sink, Duff adjusting the folded towel to make sure it 
cushioned the singer's neck comfortably. Staring at the ceiling, Axl's arms tightened around his stomach as long 


fingers swept his hair back into the sink 
"You're okay," Duff repeats, "just relax." 


He hears the water turn on, and there is a delay while Duff waits for it to heat up a bit before filling up a 


plastic cup and carefully pouring it over Axl's hair. 
Something releases in Axl's chest. Warm water soothes the skin of his scalp, Duff's hand steadily shielding his 
eyes and face, fingers carefully running through to try to loosen some of the larger knots. It feels like he can 


breathe, like something uncoiled around his lungs and they can expand properly for the first time in hours. 


Duff hums a tune he doesn't recognize, and Axl lets his hands unclench. After a few minutes, he sees the 


bassist reach for one of the bottles on the counter. 


"You really don't have to do all the fancy shit," he mumbled. 


"Don't tell me what to do," Duff smirked 


Huffing out a laugh, Axl's eyes slipped shut as Duff started working shampoo through his hair. He tried to 
remember the last time he was touched like this- gently and peacefully and unconditionally. On stage he was 
always sneaking for affection, throwing his arms around his bandmates and dragging them close, confident that 
they wouldn't shove him away in front of an audience. It was rough and loud and desperate, like it always was, 
even off stage. But here it was quiet, Duff massaging his scalp and humming and Axl feels like he could fall 


asleep under his hands. 


Coating his hair with a generous amount of conditioner next, the blonde nudged his shoulder lightly, "Sit up for 


a sec." 


Blinking, Axl straightened, starting a bit when Duff pushed his chair forward just enough so he could stand 
behind him. He then began diligently brushing the red strands, the conditioner allowing the brush to slide 
through the knots and matts with ease, though he was still cautious not to tug too hard. 


Even when everything wasn't collapsing around him, Axl doesn't think he's ever been this thorough with his 
hair. Or really with anything regarding his own body. The most he did was the necessary steps to not fall 
apart on stage- taping his ankles after the third time he sprained one, vocal exercises so he didn't lose the one 
thing he was good at, shying away from hard drugs, things like that. Beyond that, he never really cared. He 
supposed his thighs were proof enough of that now. 


But Duff was here, pressing him back to rinse out the conditioner, running his fingers through his hair and 
checking to make sure the water was still warm. Axl had given him multiple chances to do the minimum, to do 
nothing, but he chose to do more. He cared enough to do more. Even after everything Axl had put them all 
through. 


The water turned off, and Duff wrung some of the water from his hair before nudging Axl forward again so 
he could gently rub a towel over his head. It suddenly struck the singer that Duff probably cared more about 
Axl than Ax/ did. 


He doesn't notice he's crying until Duff is kneeling in front of him. It's strange to have the tall bassist looking 
up at him. One hand comes to rest on the side of his face, holding him steady while the other softly wipes a 
wet washcloth over his forehead and cheeks. Axl can't quite place the look in Duff's eyes. It's not worry, or 
pity, or disdain He thinks the best word for it is compassion 


"You alright?" 


Axl blinks slowly, thinking about the question There are still tears escaping silently, and he knows that this 
moment of peace is temporary, that he has shaken the foundation of their group and it will take more than a 
day for them to find their balance again But he's clean, and he can look Duff in the eyes without feeling 


gutted, and his hands are relaxed in his lap. 


So he nods. 
"Yeah," even his voice sounds more steady and strong, "I'm alright" 


NNN NINN 


Izzy turns music on again to try to cover up the awkward silence. They're all sitting around the room, stiff 
and quiet, Axl laying on one of the beds and reading in an attempt to ignore all of them. He eyes the second 
bed suspiciously. When they had first arrived he hadn't been in the right mind to really think about it, but now 
it bothered him. The hotel probably just didn't have any more single rooms available- that would make sense 


given the last minute room change. 


Snapping his book closed a little more forcefully than necessary, the redhead sat up and glanced around at his 


bandmates, "I'm tired, I'm gonna go to bed early. You guys can go back to your own rooms now." 

Duff, Steven, and Slash exchange nervous glances, but Izzy meets Axl's stare head on. "We're staying here." 
"That's stupid," Axl snapped back, "I'm just going to sleep. Go back to your room and I'll see you in the morning." 
"No" 

"What do you mean ‘no'?" 

‘| mean, we're not going fucking anywhere," the rythym guitarist crossed his arms firmly. 

Axl growled, "Why not?" 

Izzy softened, just slightly, his voice lowering, "You know why." 


Standing, the singer glared, "I can take care of myself, y'know. Take my pills every twelve hours, change my 
bandages, blah blah, | don't need you all hovering around me." 


‘Obviously you do," Izzy snapped, "or we wouldn't be in this situation in the first place!" 


"Don't act like I'm the only one who's fucked up!" Axl was yelling now. He didn't want to, but he couldn't seem to 
stop, his voice only getting louder as the conversation went on, "I don't remember you all scrambling to 
babysit Steven after he OD'd," he snarled. 

"Steven didn't OD on purpose!" 


"What, you think | got an infection on purpose?" he asked incredulously. 


"Maybe not, but you hurt yourself on purpose!" 


"So what, you're just going to follow me around everywhere? You can't watch me forever! After all,” He 


sneered, "You'll have to go shoot up eventually." The words are cold and cruel, and he sees Izzy's jaw tense. 


Eyes narrowed and nose flaring in rage, Izzy's eyes dart down, landing on Axl's hands, watching his fingers 


clench and unclench. 

"Do it," He spits out. 

Axl blinked in confusion, "Do what?" 

"Throw something!" he snapped, "Break something, tear the room apart! Come on, | know you want To!" 


'I-" Axl ground his teeth together, fury rising in his chest, feeling cornered and trapped. Everything about this 


felt like a trap. "| want for you to leave me alone!" 

"No you fucking don't," Izzy challenged, "If you actually wanted us to leave, then you wouldn't be trying so hard 
not to freak out. If you wanted us gone you'd have already destroyed this room, and the last one, and the one 
before." 

"So, what? You're mad at me because l'm trying to be better? Fuck you!" 

"This isn't better!" Izzy gestured at the singer as he yelled. 

"Yes it fucking is!" Axl screamed, "It's better! Everything was fucking better until | slipped up! | was being good, 
| was doing everything right! And | get it, | fucked up, I'll be more careful now. But don't you dare pretend that 


you didn't like me better when | was fucking bleeding!" 


The words echo through the room, Axl's chest heaving, and he can see all the fight leave Izzy on a single 
exhale. He looks gutted. 


Swallowing, body still coiled with rage, Axl can't bring himself to look at the others. The look on Izzy's face is 


painful enough. Turning on his heel, he snatches a pack of cigarettes and a lighter off one of the nightstands 
before storming to the door. 


"Axl-" 
He ignores the call, throwing the door open 
"Axl-! 


The door slams behind him, and he runs. 


wunne 


Not that he makes it very far. 

His legs and hips still ached, and he was tired, so he found himself stumbling before he even made it to the 
end of the hallway. Eyes clenched shut in frustration, he limps over to the door leading to the stairwell. 
Carefully, he makes his way down two flights before finally sliding down to sit on one of the steps. 

The cigarettes are partially crushed from the tight grip he had held them in, but not ruined, lighting one up 
and inhaling deeply. Sighing, he feels some of the tension leave him with the nicotine hit, but even as he relaxes 


he feels the guilt grow. 


Screaming at his bandmates wasn't exactly better than trashing the room as Izzy had suggested. How many 


times was he going to mess everything up this week? How was he supposed to even fix this? 

Maybe the disease wasn't something he could bleed out. Maybe he was the disease. 

He's halfway through his second cigarette when he hears footsteps coming down the stairs above him. Closing 
his eyes and leaning his head against the wall, he prays that maybe it's just some random guest or 
maintenance person or something. 

Still, when the steps come to a halt beside him and he feels a body sit next to him, he's not really surprised. 
They pluck the pack of cigarettes and the lighter from his hands, and when he opens his eyes, Slash is casually 
lighting up. 


Axl looks away again, and for a few minutes they smoke in silence. 


Eventually though, once Slash reaches the end of his cigarette, he grinds it out on the floor next to him and 
sighs, "I'm sorry." 


Turning to him, Axl blinked in surprise, "What for?" 


There is a long pause, Slash staring down at his hands with a sad look on his face. When he speaks, his voice is 


almost a whisper, "For not noticing. For not questioning when you started acting different.” 
‘Its fine-" 
"No, its not," Slash insisted. 


"You shouldn't have to question why l'm suddenly less of an asshole!" Axl snapped, "Thats not your fucking job! 
The whole point of all this was so that you guys wouldn't have to fucking deal with me!" 


Running his hands through his hair in frustration, Axl put his head against the wall again. He wasn't sure if he 


didn't want to look at Slash or if he didn't want Slash to look at him. 


"Axl," The guitarist spoke slowly, "I know things were.. rough for awhile. | know none of us were really getting 


along-" 
"You were getting along with each other just fine,” Axl mumbled. 


Slash ignored him, "-but even if things weren't great, you're still our friend. Fuck, man, | still think of you as 
my best friend" He hesitated for a moment as he thought through his next words, "Look... I'm going to be 
honest with you, okay?" His voice was gentle and sincere, "Its hard sometimes. It can be frustrating when you 
get into those moods because we just don't get it, y'know? We don't understand what's going on in that head of 
yours sometimes. But if | had to choose between you screaming at me and you hurting yourself, | will pick you 


screaming every time." 


"But | don't want to scream at you!" Axl exclaimed, hands clenched desperately in front of him, "I don't want 
to- to break things, or mess up our shows, or hurt anyone, or feel so fucking-" his voice cracked, and he 
snapped his jaw shut. His head falls forward, hair hanging in his face as he swallows thickly to try to hold 
back.. everything. 


It didn't work though, and when he speaks his voice is a shaky whisper. He sounds defeated. 

"| don't want to be like this anymore, Saul." 

He barely has time to take a shuddering breath before Slash is slowly pulling him into his chest. His arms are 
warm, and gentle, and safe, smoothing up and down his back. Resting his chin on top of smooth red hair, Slash 
says with a voice full of understanding, "I know. | know you don't” He tightens his hold and Axl shakes harder, 
"We'll get you help, okay? We'll figure something out. We'll find a way for you to feel better- an actual solution. 
But in the meantime? We would so much rather deal with a late show or a trashed dressing room than.. than 


find you like we did that night" 


Axl is tired of crying. But Slash doesn't mind, says nothing of the growing dampness on the front of his shirt, 
or the way the singer wraps his arms around his back to cling to him desperately. 


‘I'm sorry," he gasps out, "I'm so, so, sorry.” 


There's so much he's sorry for, and he doesn't know if he is capable of articulating it all, but Slash nods, 
stroking his hair and Axl thinks he understands. 


"I know," he said, and he plants a gentle kiss to the top of his head, "We forgive you." 


NNN NINN 


Axl drags his feet walking back to the hotel room. Slash tries to comfort and encourage him, but he still feels 


anxiety like a vice grip on his heart. He had messed up so much, and they were all trying to help, even if he 
didn't deserve it, and he went and yelled at them. And just because Slash said it was okay didn't mean it was 
and he had to fix this, he had to, but he wasn't sure how. He was scared that nothing would be enough. 


When he finally steels himself and opens the door, he barely makes it into the room before a body collides 
with his, arm wrapping around him and pulling him as close as physically possible, one hand between his 
shoulder blades and the other cupping the back of his head. Axl feels his breath catch in his throat even as 


he sinks into Izzy's warmth. 


Izzy's breath ghosts across the top of his head, and Axl slowly brings his arms up to hold him back. Sighing, 
he closes his eyes, letting his head rest against Izzy's shoulder as he relaxes into the embrace. Neither of 


them say anything. 
But neither of them need to. 


wun 


Axl tosses and turns in bed. He's tired, but it feels like his brain just won't shut off. He is alone on one of the 
queen beds, the others giving him a bit of space, which he figures makes sense given that he had tried to kick 
them all out a few hours earlier. Slash and Izzy are sharing the other bed, while Steven and Duff sleep on the 


pull out sofa in the corner of the room. 

Everything was fine. Axl knew that everything was fine. 

For now. 

He couldn't stop thinking about how delicate the situation was- he felt like he was on the thinnest sheet of ice 
and the slightest wrong move would send him plummeting into the cold and dark. Under the covers, he tapped 
his fingers against the tops of his thighs, the touch too light to be felt beneath the thick bandages. He wanted 
to press harder, to dig his nails in, but he couldn't. He couldn't betray his bandmates like that, couldn't 
disappoint them again. 


It wasn't easy though, and he couldn't stop tossing and turning and worrying. He was seconds away from 
raiding the mini fridge for something strong to clear his mind when the bed dipped behind him. 


Jumping, he whipped his head around, coming face to face with Izzy, smirking down at him as he pulled the 


sheets back. 
‘Izzy? What the fuck are you-" 


"You think too loud," he explained, and Axl's jaw clicked shut. The guitarist slid into bed beside him, turning onto 


his side to face the singer and opening his arms, "Come ‘ere. 


Huffing, Axl grumbles half-heartedly even as he curls up in the other man's arms, Izzy chuckling at him as 
they made themselves comfortable. It did help, Axl admitted to himself, sighing as he tucked his head under 


Izzy's chin. He was still awake, but at least he felt less jittery and tense. 


Then, the mattress dipped again, and Axl felt someone crawling over them to get to the other side of the bed 
Snapping his eyes open, he saw Slash finally settle on the other side of him. 


"What the Hell?" 
"Izzy abandoned me," Slash pouted exaggeratedly. 


"Oh my God, you fucking dork," Axl laughed as Izzy flipped off the other guitarist. The three of them began to 


rearrange themselves, but as they did, a silhouette made its way over in the dark 
Slash held his arms out, wide-eyed, "No, no, no-!" 


But it was too late, and Steven launched himself onto the bed, landing squarely on top of Slash, the guitarist 
groaning while the drummer giggled madly. Axl and Izzy burst out laughing as Slash shoved the blonde off, the 
two bickering and shoving at each other. They were so distracted by the chaos Steven had caused, that they 


didn't notice another figure approaching until he was crawling onto the bed. 

"Duff, no!" Izzy complained, "You're seven feet tall and these beds aren't designed for five people!" 

The bassist gave him the biggest, roundest puppy-eyes, his lip actually quivering dramatically, "So you're going 
to all be together except me? You're just going to leave me all alone while the rest of you cuddle? All by 


myself? Alone?" 


".Goddammit," Izzy dropped his head back onto the pillow in defeat, Duff immediately dropping the ruse and 


bursting into a mischievous grin as he draped himself across the rest of their bodies. 
"Jesus Christ," Axl muttered, "What is this, ‘Kerrang!'?" 


"Don't act like that wasn't the coziest photoshoot we've ever done,” Steven chimed in, stil laying half on top of 
Slash. 


It was a tight fit, and it took quite a bit of maneuvering to get them all comfortable, laughing as they shuffled 
around. Their bodies overlapped, limbs tangling and curling around each other. Somehow though, they made it 
work, each of them warm and comfortable as they drifted off one by one. It was ridiculous, Axl thought. 
Utterly absurd. 


But he was still smiling, even when he finally drifted off into a peaceful sleep. 


